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…I am a woman in man’s world! Late at night, my first day on this ship; I try to fix the lock of my cabin’s door, for there is no way I’m going to sleep in my cabin as a lone woman on a ship of 17 men, if I can’t lock it. Well, I stand there when a helping hand appears—Sakke is standing in front of me, wet hair with only a towel around his hips, and asks if I’d like to join him for a beer or coke. I refuse to have a drink with him, but he gives me some advice concerning the lock. However, he does it in a loud voice, so that the passersby (and there were some, I heard the steps) can see and hear him, standing there half-naked, late at night, at my door! Talk about marking territory!​[1]​

The quote above is an exerpt from my field journal while working as an ethnographer on Finnish cargo ships, insofar as this paper is about my experience as a lone female researcher conducting fieldwork in the male-dominated “shipworld.”​[2]​ I have been in the field twice. First, I was a participant observer of shipworld, working both as an ordinary seaman “on watch,” and as an ethnographer conducting research for my Master’s thesis, a study of a worldview and leisure. On my second trip, I was employed by the shipping company to study the relationship between the company and its ships, the atmosphere in the ships, and the crewmembers’ attitudes regarding their work and life at sea. On this second trip I was not a member of the crew.

I first went to sea in 1996. As an ordinary seaman, I held a position of the lowest rank. An ordinary seaman is the one who throws the ropes and climbs the mast, so to speak. The second time I went to sea was in 1999-2000. My job was to travel with ten oil tankers, spending approximately a week in each of them, observing and interviewing crewmembers. 

Welcome to Shipworld
This is such a place, this is a damn good place, when the phone rings you don’t have to do nothing else than get that end of you up where your eyes are and go where you are told to go.​[3]​
The modern cargo ship and its community of seamen is a factory of it’s own kind—the industrial product being the transportation of goods. Unlike other factories, the workers live inside the plant. 

The ship never sleeps. It sails the seas, continuously loading and unloading cargo. At sea, the concept of time differs from that which is common on land. It makes no difference whether it is Tuesday morning or Sunday night, or Christmas Day. The ship functions on a 24-hour basis: 7 days a week. While on the ship, everybody works every day; there is no day without work. Thus time gets divided oddly, in two ways.

First, each day is divided into six watches, each lasting four hours. From the seaman’s  point of view, this means that he must work once every 12 hours, twice a day (e.g., 4 a.m. until 8 a.m. and from 4 p.m. until 8 p.m.).​[4]​  In addition to these regular hours, most of the crew is on duty whenever the ship is entering or leaving harbor. Because of the ship’s continuous operations, harboring is equally likely to occur at 3 in the morning as at 3 in the afternoon.

Second, weeks and months play no role in shipworld. The relevant unit of measure is the “working period” (i.e., the time one serves on board before going on vacation). In the old days (pre 1970s), it was not uncommon for seamen to sail continuously for years at a time. Today, however, the length of the working period has been reduced to a few weeks or, at most, a couple of months.​[5]​ While on the ship, everybody works every day, there is no day without work.

Like time, space takes on new meaning(s) in shipworld as well. First, while the ships are huge, there is no extra room, no space that is undesignated or unused. As the ship is ostensibly a place of work, there is little room set aside for leisure and recreation. The places for a worker to spend his “off-duty” time are his own cabin, the crew’s dayroom and a mess-room. On the other hand, the playground is the whole world.  Ironically, the idea of a carefree, wandering seafarer does not apply to the modern seamen, since, for example, oil harbors are usually located far from town. Moreover, because of the continuous watches and the short loading/unloading times, there are only few opportunities for workers to go ashore.​[6]​ 

The social structure on ships is strictly hierarchical. The ship is an ”old-fashioned organisation,” whose roots are well planted in the history of seafaring. Back in the old days, the captains of the ships were seen as nearly next to gods.​[7]​ While the ships were sailing, the captain held the authority and responsibility for everything occurring on the ship.​[8]​ A strict hierarchy was an essential part of sea practices. Since the 1950s, changes in marine technology, international seafaring regulations, and a more competitive economic environment have greatly influenced sea practices. Nevertheless, the position held by a captain is still powerful and the hierarchical division of labor and power remains strict. Each member of the crew has special responsibilities and a distinct status (although there appears to be a trend towards more flexibility between officers and laborers, and between workers in the engine room and the deck).
The ship is a total institution
Think about it, half of my life… when I sit there in my cabin and think that I have spent half of my life in such a small hole. It’s a prison yard what you see here from the window. It is really quite closed…​[9]​
In normal land jobs workers leave the factory after a day’s labor and are able to choose their company for the rest of the day. In shipworld, all activities take place at the work site, or in areas related to it.​[10]​ From the seaman’s point of view this means that whatever he does—works, eats, or watches television—there are always the same people sharing those activities with him, people he may not prefer to be living with. Moreover, because of the limited space available, one cannot help getting noticed by fellow crew members. A Finnish seaman, Teemu, describes his life onboard as follows: 
Here you are watched over all the time… no matter whether you are on duty or not… Here you can’t really go anywhere in peace and quiet. If you are on land working in some factory, at six you punch the clock card and go home—drop in to a pub, nobody is watching over you … but here you can’t go anywhere without somebody watching behind your back, checking where you are going and where you are coming from… Well, I’m used to this though; I’ve been working here all my life so I’m used to it all right.​[11]​ 
Surveillance is woven into the physical and social structure of the ship. According to Michel Foucault, power is organised as multiple, automatic and anonymous; although surveillance rests on individuals, its functioning is that of a network of relations.​[12]​ Thus, while the monitoring and guarding of fellow workers in shipworld is mostly unofficial, unrecorded, and uncodified, it nevertheless is an established part of ship practices. Because of the limited space and activities available, it just happens that people know what others are doing. 

Canadian sociologist Erving Goffman calls these types of establishments ‘total institutions’: places where nearly all aspects of life are conducted in the same location and under a single authority.​[13]​ Goffman organizes total institutions into five groupings: First, institutions established to care for persons felt to be both incapable and harmless; the homes for the aged, and the orphaned. Second, places established to care for persons felt to be both incapable of looking after themselves and a threat to the community, albeit an unintended one: e.g., mental hospitals. A third type is organised to protect the community against what are felt to be intentional dangers to it, with the welfare of such persons thus sequestered as not the immediate issue; for instance jails. Fourth, there are institutions purportedly established to more effectively pursue specific tasks and justifying themselves only on these instrumental grounds: army barracks, ships, and work camps. Finally, those establishments designed as retreats from the world; examples are abbeys and monasteries.​[14]​ Ships belong to the fourth category in which being part of the institution is not meant as a punishment, but where the well-being of the group members is not the primary concern. A group member is a tool for the greater goal of the institution—in merchant ships the goal is transporting goods to make a profit.

The total character of these institutions is symbolised by the barriers they pose both to relationships (i.e., social interaction) and personal privacy (i.e., escape). 
If you think how it is here nowadays, you can’t get out of here. The time spent in the harbor is short, every other day I have to stay in anyway, because of my work duties in the engine room… it’s like a prison 24 hours a day …try to get out… no chance.​[15]​
Control is indexed most literally by how easy it is to get into and out of the physical plant of the organisation.​[16]​ In shipworld these barriers are not an end in themselves: rather, they are a side effect of the ship functions. Nevertheless the water surrounding the vessel, odd working hours, and the harbors located far away from towns serve as barriers against a crew member’s possible departure. As we will see, these issues are important, particularly for females working in a predominantly male environment.

Fieldwork in the closed community

In the field as a seaman.
Because of shipworld’s strict hierarchy and the characteristics of the total institution, the ship does not have any room for free actors. Everyone aboard is to have his own specific position and duties related to that post, duties that are essential to the operations of the ship. In my fieldwork as an ordinary seaman, this helped me to achieve my goal: the moment I walked down the gangway, I was an essential part of the ship functions. I was needed, other people’s lives depended on me. Although not everybody approved of women working aboard, especially on the deck, nobody ever questioned my right to be there. I was an ordinary seaman of the ship and that’s that. As a seaman, the proper category for me was found immediately. There was no one else in that category, and without me it would have been empty. Thus, by definition, I was an insider (albeit an insider without much experience, which my fellow workers rightfully kept in mind). With the post of an ordinary seaman came the place in the sitting order of the crew’s mess, the cabin of an ordinary seaman, the locker of an ordinary seaman, and the working hours of an ordinary seaman.

If one wants to get inside a closed community by taking a job there, one becomes part of it, for there is no room for half-members. It could have been my inexperience in fieldwork, my efforts to adjust to a total institution, or hard work—now when I look back on my experience as an ordinary seaman—I feel that my role as a fieldworker was sometimes lost. It might have been too much to learn at once: the fieldwork, the ship duties, and adjusting to life at sea. But is it even within the reach of a fieldworker to achieve the objective and detached perspective to her field, if the field is a total institution and she is a member? A total institution is a total experience, thus there is the danger to a fieldworker of losing her ”ethnographic spectacles.” Is it inevitable that in order to get into that community she has to commit herself, and in order to make it through that experience she has to become part of it? In such a world the circumstances may force the ethnographer to go native. Hastrup writes that it is not possible to speak simultaneously from both a native and an anthropological position.​[17]​ From a student’s point of view the issue could be seen in two ways: a student goes native while working in the field—before and after she goes anthropologist. Neither one is her ‘original identity,’ only later she will perhaps become an anthropologist. In the long research process which continues after the field (i.e., transcription and analysis of the interviews, and the field journal, writing the research paper), the newborn identity or standpoint of a native identity has a sufficient period of time to wash out. In the process, an identity or standpoint of a ‘native to anthropology’ is built in, which Hastrup finds necessary.​[18]​ Helena Wulff discusses Hastrup’s point whether it is impossible to be a native and anthropologist simultaneosly, or not.​[19]​ Wulff writes about her ex-nativeness of the ballet world which she studied. According to Wulff her anthropological training did not obliterate her native perspective.​[20]​ Although in my case there was not that much native perpective formed before I entered the field, I felt that in the field both native and anthropologist perspectives were formed. This process was wearisome and not without reversals. That may partially explain what made me scream:

Take your hands OFF my paper! 

Adjusting to a total institution is often hard, for the rules of that reality differ from the rules of one’s homeland. They are hard for the fieldworker as well, but for her it might be easier to adjust, for she knows that although it is now her life, it is not necessarily her future. An ethnographer is always in the field by her own choice (at least when she goes there). Who chose the subject of the study? Who went there, tried to get in? Moreover, the study itself is always a distinctive element in her life in a closed community. Although she has become a seaman, she is something else, too. Therefore she may be able to extend herself –adjust—more than if she were put there by others.

One has to be aware of the amount of adjusting and extending one makes, in order to meet the requirements of life in a closed community, for the stress may be surprising and counterproductive for the purposes of fieldwork. When I was working as an ordinary seaman, I used to readan old Helsingin Sanomat​[21]​ newspaper whenever I got hold of one. One night I was reading a fresh newspaper—a rarity on the ship because of our few and busy visits in Finnish harbors—on my watch (this is not allowed on watch, although everybody does it, for we are supposed to stand on the deck and watch that nothing is spilling over while we are unloading our cargo). In any case, I was sitting in the crew’s dayroom when the motorman walked in, snatched the paper out of my hands, and made a comment about watchman’s duties. I exploded with rage. I ran after him to his own cabin—the door was closed, and it is considered very rude in shipworld to open someone’s door without permission—and informed him in a very loud voice that he was a mean asshole. I do not usually get mad about something as unimportant as snatching a newspaper. Why did I get so angry this time? There is more to this case than at first appears. In the world of hassle, three wake-ups per day, hard physical work and all those old men cracking chauvinist jokes at me, the newspaper represented something safe and peaceful, something with which I was familiar. It was a piece of my own world, left behind. When the motorman yanked the newspaper from my hands, he—no doubt unknowingly—yanked away something more profound, the symbol of my own safe world, the security and psychological grounding of home.

British anthropologist Alison L. Spedding, who is spending her time involuntarily in another total institution, a prison, writes:
 I think that in ‘normal’ fieldwork one adopts a screen personality which is compatible with the host culture, but it is always possible to get away to ‘be oneself’ – go off for a walk down to the river, go to market in town, go to the city once every couple of months to pick up letters and visit expat friends for a few days. Here I am a prisoner, 24 hours a day. I therefore feel I have to live as my real personality (in so far as I have one) which is the intellectual and writer, a role which is not very acceptable in a woman anywhere. I am incapable of pretending, as I did when I was in the field in Bolivia, that I think other than I do or symphatize with something which in fact I reject.​[22]​ 

Spedding writes about the very same phenomenon, although her experience is more intense and long lasting than my own. In ‘normal’ fieldwork one can always leave the field (for an hour or longer), but in a total institution the anthropologist is not able to escape even if she feels the need to do so. Thus she turns to the familiar and the safe. Spedding continues:
Another aspect of ‘normal’ fieldwork is that you are generally an outsider to the community you study. This gives you a certain flexibility of role. It’s not unlimited and I think it helps to be somewhat schizoid by nature, but you can participate in diverse social groups or categories, changing your role in a way which is largely impossible for a native. Here, I am a prisoner and that’s that.​[23]​
My experience is largely in line with Spedding, for when I was aboard ship working as a seaman and doing field research simultaneously, people treated me like a seaman. I did not have access to events, places or items not essential to an ordinary seaman.  These were, for instance, the officers’ dayroom, meetings held by officers and conversations over dinner in their mess. I was a seaman in the eyes of the officers, thus I was given only the information they thought a seaman needed—which was not much. Nevertheless, there was a rumor going around the ship:

She is a Spy!  

Reflections of a total institution may be important on one’s fieldwork. Perhaps the 
most important character of a total institution for the fieldworker, in that sense, is Erving Goffman’s notion of daily activities (work, living and leisure time) being conducted under a single authority.​[24]​ The fieldworker is subject to the same systems of surveillance and control experienced by the community at large: everything she does and says are common knowledge. It may be difficult for the fieldworker to relinquish her privacy. A more severe implication, however, is the possibility that others will see her as one of the controllers. Are you monitored like others, or are you the  monitor of others? 

In a total institution rumors play an important role, for only necessary information is passed on by the authorities.​[25]​ In addition to providing entertainment to pass the time, gossip has a remarkable function in shipworld’s communication network. I experienced this when I first went to sea as an ordinary seaman. There was a man working in the shipping company who shared my last name. Karjalainen​[26]​ is a common name among Finns and yet a rumor circulated that I was his niece and had come to the ship to spy on the crew! At the time, I was unaware of the rumor or its implications for my fieldwork. Afterwards I learned that at least two workers had refused to give me an interview because of this misunderstanding of my role. It is hard to cut the wings of gossip, if one does not know it exits. Nevertheless, it may effect the fieldwork.

When a fieldworker is a worker

may be a situation, which raises a whole new set of problems. Doing good fieldwork, for example, does not necessarily mean that one is good at other work. For instance, in shipworld, fieldwork and work are largely opposed to one another. A good fieldworker may be described (among other qualities) as curious and active, she gains access everywhere, takes notes and writes dutifully a wordy and descriptive field journal. A good ordinary seaman, on the other hand, will not ask nosy questions, will go where she is told and will dutifully carry out the assigned tasks. She is physically strong, wakes up three times a day, whenever the ship operations need her. After her shift she is possibly too tired to write extensively in a field journal. Her position in the hierarchy alone denies her access to many events and places, while the nature of her working tasks (standing on the windy deck ensuring that things are in order, or standing in the dark bridge watching for other ships) does not offer her many opportunities to take notes. 

In the Field as a Research Worker, 
my position aboard the shipworld is complicated.  In an organisation of strict closed hierarchy, one may wonder, where the researcher stands; many places, depending on the situation, and the people involved. My post is subject to change, it is beyond my control to define, although I may be able to affect the process of definition. In a traditional bureaucratic hierarchy, one’s rank may be most easily defined by the number of people one gives orders to, and takes orders from. As a fieldworker observing a total institution, I am both subject to and yet outside of the hierarchy: I do not take orders any more than I would give them. How then is my post defined? This is an important question in total institutions, for it directly affects the amount of information one can access. If the research worker does not have any established position in the hierarchy, her post is a floating one—it shifts from occasion to occasion. This is troublesome for the crew members, including the captain: they do not know how to act with the intruder. As might be expected, the captain, officers and the crew will want to locate the research worker to a specific (even arbitrary) position in the established hierarchy of the ship.

The first indication of the research worker’s perceived rank in the hierarchy is her cabin which the captain assigns. Because of reductions in the number of crew members, the captain has several choices of cabins. Thus it is one way to show the visitor where she stands. The ship space is structured hierarchically. The captain’s and chief engineer’s cabins are on the highest floor, near the navigation bridge. On the next floor down are the cabins of the officers, and on the lowest floors that include living quarters are the cabins of laborers. The size of the cabin shrinks in exactly the same proportion. In some ships the size of the ordinary seaman’s cabin is roughly one-fifth the size of the captain’s cabin. Frequently, I was assigned the ex-cabin of the radio operator, which is large and in good shape, and in the same floor with the captain, indicating a high placement in the hierarchy. Once I was given  the owner’s cabin, which is the best cabin of the ship, implying that I was very high in rank, even above the captain. Another time I was given the cabin of the 3rd engineer, which was small and full of old, half-broken furniture, hardly an officer’s cabin at all. 

The second sign of the fieldworker’s rank is indicated by the captain’s choice of where she will dine.​[27]​ Should the fieldworker eat with the seamen or the officers? In most cases the captains firmly directed me to dine with the officers, but once the officers were slightly surprised when I showed up in their mess rather than eating with the crew. It might be a coincidence, but both of the ‘downgrading’ incidents—the cabin of the 3rd engineer and the assumption of crews’ mess—occured in the very same ship where I once had worked as an ordinary seaman. Perhaps the officers had difficulty adjusting to my position.

In some ways it is helpful for a fieldworker to hold a high status position in the organizational chart. For example, the captain and other higher officers were more likely to help me obtain interviews with the people I wanted. On the other hand, the resulting interviews may have the flavor of being obligatory. If I were not located  apart from them in the hierarchy, the crew members might have been more willing to give me the interview as a form of doing me a favor. This distinction may be of critical importance, if one keeps in mind the nature of total institutions: in order to get more candid information it is helpful for the fieldworker not to be seen as part of the management authority. Here the seafarers’ perception of me avails my fieldwork aboard ship, for whom I seem to be

Enough of a seaman … or a priest. 

Do the crew members consider the fieldworker to be one of their own kind, or an intruder? One indicator of the fieldworker’s status, in this sense, are the areas where it is considered appropriate for her to go. Is she discouraged to walk on the deck? May she go wherever she pleases? No places aboard were ever prohibited, but sometimes eyebrows would rise, if I went to walk on the deck by myself. What on earth is she doing there? On the other hand, some seamen approved of my wanderings and were pleased to see me coming into the engine room, a place other visitors hardly ever bothered to visit.

I noticed in my fieldwork as a research worker, that my position shifted, depending on whether the seamen perceived me as a colleague or an intruder. Some seamen explained things to me which they would never have bothered to explain had they considered me an insider (for instance: the dinner is served at five, or smoking is prohibited on the deck). Others ended many explanations with the words “what the heck, you know what I mean, you’ve been there yourself….” At times, this made interviews difficult to conduct. They thought I was playing stupid when I asked them questions, the answers to which they knew that I knew. But often it is the simple questions with seemingly obvious answers that are needed when one is studying a culture or community with which she is already familiar. 

My earlier work as an ordinary seaman seems to be a critical factor in defining my position aboard. Although I was working there as lowest in the rank, and only for a couple of months, it seemed to be enough of an initiation for most of the seamen to accept me. I am surprised; does a couple of months experience really pass as sufficient qualification in the eyes of sailors who have more than 30 years experience at sea? One reason might be that for a woman one cannot expect much more—seafarers often find it wise to leave the seas, if one is a female and might want to have a family life. The other reason is that because of my study, I know more about certain aspects of seafaring and the shipping company than an average, ordinary seaman with more experience.

Interestingly, the laborers do not seem to take me as someone conducting research on behalf of their employer. Despite my numerous corrections of their assumptions, they consistently return to the more benign explanation that I am a student, interviewing them and asking nosy questions for my school, not for the company. Or,  they see me as a shipboard priest, sent by the Seaman’s Church, and thus bound to secrecy.​[28]​ The reason for this—at times, seemingly deliberate—misinterpretation of my work may be found both in the attitudes towards the shipping company and in the seamen’s attitudes towards me as a person. Most sailors are not very fond of their employer, but tended to like me regardless. I am a new acquaintance, a young woman, and thus my presence is a novel break in the routine. The officers are much more self-conscious about their relations with me. The reason may be that they have more at stake, for instance, in terms of their career development.

My presence on board is a stressful factor to the whole ship community, for it is hard to put a visitor in the right niche in a strict hierarchy. When everything is going according to plan, the stress can be tolerated. But what if something extraordinary happens, like the threat of flagging out the ships?​[29]​ In such situations, the web of relations in the total institution, sometimes flexible, suddenly takes a rigid form and forces the fieldworker to the role of a controller.  An anecdote may illustrate this situation: I will relate my experience on one of the tankers I visited as a research worker. This time I was not that welcome aboard, in fact they asked me:

What did you come here for? 
The story begins at the airport, early in the morning. While I was waiting for the plane to take off, I read the back page of a businessman’s newspaper. What I saw just about made me roll off my seat: The cargo fleet will leave Finland—The jobs of hundreds of seamen threatened in Finnlines and X shipping companies.​[30]​ The article reported that my shipping company was planning to flag out the oldest ships of its fleet. The ship I was heading to was one of the very oldest of them all. I wondered what to do next. Should I cancel my trip? maybe I should call the captain and ask him, if I was still welcome on his ship. At that moment my plane was announced to take off and everybody was to board the plane. I walked on with the others. 

Soon I was on board an old ship, standing in the officers’ mess room, handing out the very same newspaper which revealed that the shipping company I represented was planning to let them go. People were upset. The shipping company had not told them about their plans, they had heard it on the international Finnish radio news. The newspaper I handed them was the first print they ever saw about the subject. There I was, handing out the bad news and inquiring whether they would like to take part in a study considering attitudes towards the shipping company, the atmosphere aboard, and their plans for the future? The first questions and comments where quite sarcastic. Oh, did you come here to pick out the people you will let go, and those who can keep their jobs? Listen, if you want to hear our opinion about this company, I’ll tell you what I think…  The shipping company has often been accused of being a faceless bureaucratic employer. Then, I board their ship, sent by the shipping company. It was quite natural for them to ponder, whether my embarking on the ship at the moment of the announcement was a mere coincidence, or part of the plan. It was a coincidence, I did not know of the plans to flag out the ships—if I did, I would never have gone on board at that time. This time, I believe, my gender and age were working for me: if they took a second thought, they quickly realised that a young female research worker would not possibly have anything to do with the decision-making process. Moreover, because of the company’s long history of bad information tactics, it was quite probable that I knew as little as they knew about the issue at hand. In this situation, the fieldwork turned out to be quite satisfactory, the crew members were friendly and supplied the interviews. Nevertheless, the threat of flagging out the ships certainly had an impact on my fieldwork. Now let us turn to my experience at sea as a

Female fieldworker in a male-dominated closed community.
This Is Men’s World 
Historically, international sea faring has been practiced by men only. The women who began working aboard large cargo ships in the 1950s and 1960s adjusted to the culture and practices established by and for men. The masculine characteristics of shipworld are revealed in many aspects of sea life. The attitudes of many seamen towards women are often chauvinistic and sceptical. Most women working at sea are working in the kitchens of cargo ships, or as waitresses or sales persons in passenger ships. Women working in other positions onboard—for example as a motorman or boatswain—are still quite rare. When I asked a motorman, if it would matter to him if he had a female chief engineer or a female master, he replied to me: Well, if she would show up all of a sudden, sure it would matter. For there is no…, we never had… I’ve never seen one in the engine room. Yeah, it would matter, like I’d be surprised if there was a dog walking there… Well that was a rather bad comparison.​[31]​ Institutional organisations are not neat, uniform asexual structures; they are usually amalgamations of groups of women workers and groups of men workers.​[32]​ Thus women tend to work in the kitchen, and men to occupy the other positions in the ship hierarchy. Women officers are rare. According to the Officers’ Union of Finland and the Ship Engineers’ Union of Finland,​[33]​ there are presently few women working as officers, only one female captain in international transports, and no female chief engineers working at sea. In most industries, hierarchical divisions of gender are rarely random, men tend to occupy the higher and women the lower levels.​[34]​ Sea faring is no exception.

Women seeking to pursue a career at sea face considerable discrimination from salty crew members. When I asked ship’s engineers why there were hardly any women working in the engine room in Finnish ships, I heard this explanation: A woman in the engine room… she should be able to do all those tasks there are, no matter HOW disgusting and dirty… the hair-do could get ruined, or their fingernails might break, you know. But that’s how it is, a woman in the engine room should be more like a man… a bit straightforward, not so emotional.​[35]​  Now, would this male engineer be concerned for the hair-do and fingernails of male workers of the engine room? Perceived differences between female and male emotional reactions in organisations are often treated as naturally occurring, as if women and men were different in some fixed manner.​[36]​  Thus, gender norms are used as a justification for certain attitudes or actions, as in this case as a reason to exclude an entire sex from the engine room. 

The world of men is reflected in the titles of crew members. Almost all of the titles for workers  end with –man: repairman, seaman, watchman and so forth.​[37]​ Unlike in other organisations, where the sexist language is primarily found in the titles for upper posts like ‘chairman,’​[38]​ in the ship hierarchy nearly all posts end with –man. However, the highest position, captain—in Finnish päällikkö, kapteeni—does not have the explicit implication of male gender. Women are still so new and  few in the ship world that their existence has not yet influenced the naming of sea professions: In the year 2000, the qualifications for sea professions were altered, and the traditional profession ‘ordinary seaman’ was changed to vahtimies, ‘watchman.’ There are more and more women attending seafaring schools, and thus also seafaring, but apparently it does not have any effect on the politics of naming the job titles. The job titles remain titles for men.​[39]​ 

On the other hand, and perhaps as a reaction to it, virtually all women aboard are referred to as ‘girls,’ regardless of  which position they hold in the shipboard hierarchy and of their age. As a response to the chauvinism—both structural and individual—still prevalent in seafaring, women working aboard often describe themselves as genderless and asexual while within shipworld. Ritva, who has 30 years of experience at sea, describes her coping mechanism against the male dominated ship world: In the course of years one becomes like me, perfectly genderless. It is one possible way to survive here. The concept has sort of blurred for me, so I am almost like sexless.
- And when you go on land? I ask, and she laughs:  Then I am quite a normal woman… nowadays it is like two entirely different lives, this sea life and land life. When I get my bags on dock, I transform to a completely different person. Then I am a normal woman.​[40]​ It is quite presumable that Ritva’s attitude is a reaction to

Greasy talk and other issues
women face while working aboard. When I was working as an ordinary seaman, I was doing a man’s job; Not everyone approved. There were men who consider women unsuitable for sea life, and definitely unfit for working on the deck. Chauvinist attitudes towards women were still vital in that community. This was often apparent in crew members’ attitudes towards me. Being an ordinary seaman did not necessarily make my fieldwork any easier (e.g. interviews did not come more readily). It may well be that a female is more easily accepted into the community when she does something ”feminine” for work. Therefore, to be simply a research worker might be easier than to also work on the deck. A woman working on the deck or in the engine room is often considered a burden by male workers. It is thought that women are not physically strong enough to carry on the hard tasks of men. This attitude is questionable, especially in the light of research which shows that the work in the ship kitchen is physically as hard or even harder than the work in the engine room.​[41]​

Many women say that sexual harassment is more a norm than a rarity on ships.​[42]​  It is common and accepted, a fact of sea life, which women working there are supposed to keep in mind. As a fieldworker I heard a euphemistic story about rape, and other stories told to convey to me the lines of proper behavior for women working at sea. It did not take long for me to get drawn into that reality: to come to accept as normal all the dirty jokes, constant efforts to hit on me and so forth. My reaction, although not necessarily the most effective one, was to laugh through the whole charade of masculine remarks at my appearance and when the talk became too uncomfortable, to say something spiky myself. What else could I do? Later, I wrote in a report that there was ”not that much sexual harassment.” A colleague reading the draft, noticed it immediately. What did I mean by ”not that much sexual harassment,” if the men were constantly making remarks about my femininity? Why did I make it sound as if it was OK? I realised that under those circumstances, life at sea, that is, everything less than harsh grabbing or attempted rape, was hardly considered as sexual harassment. Actions, which I would never tolerate on land, were somehow easier to accept at sea, probably because I thought of myself as having stepped voluntarily into the men’s territory. There were different customs there, which I could not change, thus it was necessary to adjust. As a research worker, working approximately a week in each ship, the issue of sexual harassment is by no means diminished. Again, because of the shipworld’s characteristics as a total institution, my position in the hierarchy plays an important role here. My position as someone sent by the shipping company may function as a protective wall against the crew members’ sexual advance towards me. If I am seen as a representative of their employer, a certain distance between me and the seamen is easier to establish and maintain.

On the other hand, I am not needed there like the crew members are, and I am not going to stay there for long. This makes me quite vulnerable to harassment. If someone wants to make my time difficult, he does not have to face the consequences. I will be gone in a few days and during that time he does not depend on me. What to do? The problem is that they do not need me for anything but I need them for everything. How much should I tolerate their flirting and sexual remarks? Being brisk and easy-going are considered necessary virtues if one is to be at sea. To be able to put up with the remarks of one’s physical appearance and behavior is a vital part of it. Joan Neff Gurney discusses her experience in a male-dominated fieldwork setting, and her reaction to the sexual remarks; I felt it was better to respond passively or mildly to such things rather than to make a major issue of them. I wanted to avoid, at almost any cost, doing anything that might damage my rapport with my hosts.​[43]​ Gurney’s outlook is in line with my experience and my reaction to that situation. I temporarily adopted a thick skin, deciding to stand it all—unless the talk became extremely greasy—for I was to stay in each ship for such a short time. This is in line with Alison Spedding’s notions: …in ‘normal’ fieldwork one adopts a screen personality which is compatible with the host culture….​[44]​ For a short time it is possible to pretend to accept or tolerate values, of which in fact one does not approve. Kirsten Hastrup writes about this phenomenon, and points out that already in the 1950s Erving Goffman separated the self as character and the self as performer. Today, she writes, the primary concern is not to explain deception, but to comprehend why deception is impossible, for there is no acting apart from the self, ontologically fused of body and mind.​[45]​ Nevertheless, I find ‘screen personality,’ or rather a ‘removable thick skin,’ a useful concept while discussing fieldwork experiences, for people—including fieldworkers—do adopt roles of various lengths of time, and use them to filter undesirable experiences. Finally, I want to discuss my stand in anthropological research. Am I doing

 Fieldwork at home? Am I a Native of a total institution?
The ship is an odd world from  the fieldworker’s perspective. Is it fieldwork at home? In the case of a ship owned by a Finnish shipping company, where crew members are Finns, one may argue it is hardly a question worth pondering. Yet, a ship is sailing at sea, visiting foreign harbors, fostering a distinctive culture of its own, functioning under the hard rules of seafaring—shipworld differs so dramatically from other aspects of Finnish society that it is appropriate to approach a study of it from this perspective. The Finnish sailor culture can be seen  as a mix of international seafaring practices, a long history of international seafaring which has given birth to a seaman culture, and Finnish culture. While some of the features are quite familiar (like the food and the sauna), there are many differences, like the special construction of time and space dimensions, and the characteristics of the total institution. The seaman language, although based on Finnish, contains so many words of sailor jargon that, in its pure form, it is impossible to understand without explanation. 
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